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House of Commons. It also played an important
part in the abolition of the slave trade. Public
meetings became important during the same period
of the last two centuries, and when properly
organised they to some extent mitigate the absence
of such a device as the referendum from our con-
stitutional machinery* According to strict theory,
all public meetings are legal until some illegal act
has been committed. But this is not adhered to as
I have pointed out before in cases of what is called
blasphemy, namely, the expression by a poor man
in plain language of what he thinks about orthodox
religion. The formation of political associations
has played a great part in English history, notably
in connection with Catholic emancipation and the
revolt against the Corn Laws. To-day the question
principally hinges round the Trade Union move-
ment with which I have already dealt in a previous
chapter.

This historical summary would scarcely be com-
plete without some further reference to serfdom and
slavery in England* The movement for emancipa-
tion in the fourteenth century to which I have
already referred was largely due to the serf s escap-
ing from the lord's jurisdiction by running away.
Labour services were also commuted for a money
rent. The Tudor legislation was extremely savage,
and Hobhouse actually mentions a statute of
Edward VI. whereby "all idle vagabonds should
be made slaves, fed on bread and water, and wear
iron rings, and be compelled by beating and chains
to do their work." This was repealed two years
afterwards, but labour legislation was extremely